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			Praise for Reading for Our Lives

			“I have rarely had as visceral a reaction to a book as I had in reading Maya Smart’s brilliant and life-changing Reading for Our Lives. Like her namesake Maya Angelou, who suffered childhood trauma and couldn’t speak, only to become a world-class orator and writer, Maya Smart helps us to navigate the perilous but fulfilling route from birth to literacy in the first six years of life. This is a book that every parent must read to make sure their children reach their full potential as readers and citizens of our nation.”

			—Michael Eric Dyson, coauthor of Represent: The Unfinished Fight for the Vote

			“A must-read for any parent! This exceptional book walks you through not only the why of reading to your child but the way. The scientifically grounded, step-by-step insights outlined here can heighten both your and your child’s joy at learning one of life’s most important skills: reading.”

			—Barbara Oakley, author of A Mind for Numbers

			“I anticipate a revolution of reading readiness once parents get their hands on this book! Preparing children at home so that they are equipped for school is a gift any parent can easily give with Smart’s book in hand. I’ll be recommending Reading for Our Lives for years to come. It’s the best book about learning to read I’ve ever read!”

			—Julie Bogart, creator and founder of Brave Writer, author of The Brave Learner and Raising Critical Thinkers

			“An amazing book for perhaps the most important job parents have: getting our kids to love to read.”

			—Ryan Holiday, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Daily Stoic, The Obstacle Is the Way, and Ego Is the Enemy

			“This book is a wonderful resource for families with young children as it recognizes them as the child’s ‘first teachers.’ It weaves together an introduction to early literacy through the child’s ages and stages with recommendations that support raising a reader!”

			—Ann McClain Terrell, early-childhood education consultant and National Association for the Education of Young Children past president

			“Reading for Our Lives is the book to turn to when nurturing critical readers. Like reading, Smart’s book is for our children’s lives. Don’t miss out, because our kids must not miss out on the life-giving power of reading.”

			—Ibram X. Kendi, National Book Award–winning author of Stamped from the Beginning and How to Be an Antiracist
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			For Zora, my daughter and inspiration. Without you, this book would surely not exist.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			We Should All Be Readers

			
				The question is not whether we can afford to invest in every child; it is whether we can afford not to.

				—Marian Wright Edelman

			

			The Quiet Crisis

			Heavy rain once filled our local water supply with so much silt and debris that treatment systems failed. For the next seven days, local authorities and media raised the alarm that residents should boil their water or risk illness. Restaurants shut down. Families bought bottled water by the shelf-full. Hospitals procured truckloads of certified water and switched operating rooms to alternative sterilization methods. Once the boil notice was lifted, we all flushed our pipes, dumped ice machines, and resumed life and work as usual.

			The crisis was obvious and urgent. The response clear and immediate. The end apparent.

			What’s happening with our nation’s pipeline to reading, if you can call it that, is just as urgent, yet hidden. There is no infrastructure in place to raise a nation of readers, let alone a coordinated response to breakdowns.

			We lack the basic systems of care, communication, connection, and family support required to nurture critical language and literacy skills in children from birth. We focus time, attention, and resources on the school years, neglecting the foundational brain, language, and social development upon which school and life success rest.

			Our results speak for themselves. Basic literacy skills among U.S. adults are weak overall (despite relatively high levels of education) and low literacy is unusually persistent across generations, judged by international standards. About one in six U.S. adults has low literacy skills, compared to, for example, one in twenty in Japan. That’s approximately 36 million U.S. adults (roughly equal to the combined populations of New York, Michigan, and Minnesota) who can’t compare and contrast written information, make low-level inferences, or locate information within a multipart document. And worse still, socially disadvantaged parents in the U.S., compared to those in other countries, are more likely to pass on weaker skills to their children.

			Completing medical forms, reading prescription instructions, parsing a voting ballot, and grasping employment or housing contract details are all challenging, if not impossible, tasks for far too many. The huge disconnect between the reading skills many Americans have and those they need affects their health, wellness, employment, housing, and even likelihood of incarceration.

			But here’s the part that all parents must understand: this crisis brews early. The tragedy of low adult literacy has its roots in infancy, when everyday early experiences launch lifelong learning trajectories.

			Children’s brains form more than a million new neural connections per second during the first few years of life, and future brain development rests on the soundness or fragility of those earliest links. In fact, evidence from anatomical, physiological, and gene-expression studies all suggest that basic brain architecture is in place by around 2 years old, and later brain development is mostly about “refining the major circuits and networks that are already established.” And critically, it’s caregivers’ nurturing, supportive back-and-forth verbal engagement in a child’s first years that literally stimulates brain function and shapes brain structure.

			If the tilt of a child’s learning trajectory is too low or flat at the start, it’s hard to reach expected levels of literacy during the school years and nearly impossible after. A slow start hurts a child’s prospects much more than dropping out of school early. When a child enters school without the language skills, alphabetic knowledge, and social development to take advantage of grade-level instruction, it requires extraordinary acts of parent advocacy to navigate the phalanx of teachers, administrators, specialists, and paperwork required to get that child proper support to play catch-up.

			For most children, the worst-case scenario isn’t complete illiteracy—and for this reason, the issue can remain off the radar of caring parents who assume that their children will eventually learn to read. Rather, the greater threat for many is the pain of an unnecessarily hard climb to barely proficient reading. It’s the frustration, demoralization, and low self-esteem that comes from struggling mightily to learn how letters and sounds connect. It’s the grueling labor of rigidly, robotically sounding out words without the fluency or automaticity to grasp their meaning individually, let alone within whole sentences, paragraphs, passages, or pages. It’s the heartbreak of poor performance in math and other subjects when the nuances of course content, assignment details, and test instructions are missed. It’s the disappointment and stagnation of reading capacity that never quite measures up to the demands of the college, the job, or the life they dream of.

			Doing time in school—for years—without ever receiving effective reading instruction is a special kind of torture that adds student shame to educational sham. For too long, as a nation we’ve tested school-aged kids, reported the results, and acted like oversight is a reading achievement delivery system. But literacy doesn’t flow from federal mandates through state assessments and district policy to classroom instruction and students’ brains. Standardized assessments are valuable, but limited, alert systems. Mere indicators, they can sound when our educational system fails to meet certain expectations. But they don’t illuminate the root causes of that failure or tell us what to do about them. Alarms ring; they don’t teach. And often when an alarm rings for too long, we tune it out.

			Today, alarms abound. In the U.S., 5-year-olds have “significantly lower” emergent literacy than kids in other countries that have comprehensive early-childhood education and national paid parental leave. Just one-third of a nationally representative sample of U.S. fourth- and eighth-grade students scored at a proficient level in the latest National Assessment of Educational Progress. Reading scores of the lowest-performing 9- and 13-year-olds have dropped since 2012, reaching lows in reading levels that we haven’t witnessed since the 1970s. And—most devastatingly—just 14 percent of U.S. 15-year-olds read well enough to comprehend lengthy texts, handle abstract or counterintuitive concepts, and evaluate content and information sources to separate fact from opinion.

			And don’t get me started on the state of children’s reading interest and enjoyment. National surveys reveal skyrocketing percentages of 13-year-olds who say they “never or hardly ever” read for fun—31 percent in a recent survey, compared with 8 percent in 1984.

			The sad truth is this: for the past few decades, the majority of American kids have been shuffled from grade to grade without ever reading well enough. And we’re not talking about children with profound learning or intellectual disabilities. These are capable students whose reading development is hobbled by a devastating mix of untapped opportunity at home and inadequate instruction in schools.

			Incredibly, that’s despite the fact that elementary schools devote more time to English, reading, and language arts than anything else—often more than 30 percent of designated “instructional time.” In reality, much of that time is misspent on activities that don’t directly teach what kids need to know about how written language works. Teachers struggle to meet the diverse needs of learners who arrive in their classrooms with little knowledge of the alphabet, the sounds of English, and the relationships between letters and sounds. They have trouble instilling these basics of the alphabetic code, let alone developing kids’ oral language, vocabulary, and background knowledge so they can comprehend words in print.

			We can’t afford to continue pretending that a hodgepodge of reactivity and remediation can get millions of children reading well enough to flourish. We can’t leave whole populations without the skills, knowledge, and community support that underpin full participation in society and expect things to turn out well for them or for us. We all suffer when we don’t muster the collective will, skill, and integrity to ensure that every child learns to read.

			To attain the consciousness, solidarity, and equity our society so desperately needs, we must be informed and deliberate in nourishing early literacy. So, too, if we are to engender the level of citizenship, critical thinking, and limitless potential that our children and society deserve. And because the odds of success are set before school begins, we’ve got to start at home.

			Parents and early caregivers hold the key. Period. We will never see the promise of mass literacy fulfilled until parents—our children’s first teachers—understand how reading skills develop and how to spur them along.

			The Missing Manual

			Parents know that our children need to be strong readers to navigate school and life, and we want to help them thrive. We know that we have a role to play, whether it’s reading aloud to our kids, teaching them the alphabet, or helping them sound out words. But we tend to be fuzzy on the specifics and aren’t sure that we have the knowledge to impart the right skills, the right way, at the right time. We worry that what we’re doing now might not adequately prepare our children for what they’ll need later. We crave validation that we and they are on track. Or worse, we assume that we don’t need to think about academics just yet, only to be caught unprepared when kids struggle later.

			Early concern about reading is justified, especially given the heightened demands of today’s global society and postindustrial economy. We’ve experienced for ourselves the crucible of continuous learning, training, and development to garner new skills and master new technology amid constant change and new complexities. We know that growth-oriented, high-paying jobs are less and less attainable for poor readers. Clearly, the labor market rewards readers when increasing levels of literacy are required just to navigate the job listings, qualifications, and applications to find and win employment.

			Parents frequently tell me they feel stretched too thin by the growing and competing demands of work, education, and family. They struggle to consistently find the time or energy to help their children move toward reading and writing (or later, reading and writing better). They say things like:

			
				“I have a little bit of shame around this, but I have not been the best about reading to my daughter. I try and she just pushes the book away.”

				“There’s so much conflicting advice out there. I have no idea what’s best. I constantly question myself, wondering, ‘Am I doing this right?’ ”

				“One of our biggest guilt things that nags us as parents is that the kids don’t get individual time to work on the things they need to work on. With three kids, it’s just overwhelming.”

			

			Do any of these statements sound familiar? If so, this book is for you. I wrote it for parents who know that reading skills matter and who want to play a thoughtful, active, and effective role in nurturing them. I’ll show you how to build literacy through everyday activities and how to advocate for high-quality instruction when your child goes to school. With this book in hand, your raise-a-reader education has begun.

			My Journey

			On the night my dad died, I walked to his bedside to show him a black-and-white sonogram, glossy and blurred. It may have been the first time I ever approached him while he was lying down. In my memories, he was always up—reading the newspaper at the kitchen table, mowing the lawn or shoveling snow, laboring over files in his office, watching some dark TV drama. I remember the picture feeling light and flimsy in the enormity of the moment, a father on his deathbed hearing his only child tell of the life she carried.

			He took in the sound waves rendered in print, smiled, and whispered, I think it’s a boy, but I hope it’s a girl. He got his wish, but I never got to ask him what he meant by it. He passed within hours of his quiet declaration and left me to puzzle over the spaces between a parent’s dreams and a child’s promise, between presence and absence, between birth and legacy.

			When our baby girl was born months later, my husband and I named her after Zora Neale Hurston to foretell a wise, bold, and colorful life. Like my parents did when they named me after Maya Angelou, we set the intention of resilience, fortitude, and distinction upon her young shoulders. We vowed to help our Zora experience the fullness of her inheritance—to discover herself as powerful, unique, and inseparable from all the life that pulses everywhere. Or, as her namesake put it, to know that each of us is “the world and the heavens boiled down to a drop.”

			I made reading—the miracle of connecting with others across space and time—a pillar of my mothering. In our first days at home, the intimacy of sharing stories and books became a touchstone. I recited lines from Jabari Asim’s Girl of Mine from dawn till dusk. Giggly, wiggly precious pearl. I’m so glad that you’re my girl. That little board book held my dreams for my daughter, held my awe of her existence. Reading it over and over felt like love and life support for a sleep-deprived mom. Soon I’d memorized the text, turning the pages only for show as I kept on rocking, reading, feeding her.

			As a new mom who’d just lost a parent, I was comforted by the story’s easy rhythms and my own belief in the power of a parent’s words in a child’s ear. Knowing firsthand how words nourish, I wanted to feed her page upon page, give her tastes of poetry, let her sip prose. I felt the book’s upbeat refrain bolster something precious and fragile in her—and in me. Reading to her was love, care, and a pathway to a family ethos that I treasured. Toni Morrison said, “We die. That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our lives.”

			Stories were our first, most cherished language. I threw myself into the quest to raise a reader with all the zeal of new motherhood and the passion of someone who has lived the written word’s power to both uplift and inspire. Soon, though, I was ready to expand my repertoire of literacy-promoting activities. But what to add? The advice in the books on my shelf, and in the articles I consumed voraciously, seemed to start and stop with storytime.

			I put Zora in a Montessori toddler program for some professional backup. There, she gained other valuable skills through baby-doll washing and moving pompoms from one dish to another with tongs. Her fine motor skills, potty training, and home-tidying abilities blossomed, but I remained unsure about her reading development. Were the verbal experiences, social interactions, and classroom read-alouds enough? Was I doing my part at home?

			The knowledge that parents need about reading development and instruction is not easy to come by. The United States invests little in children in their first few years of life, when the brain is at its most flexible to build a foundation for learning, social engagement, and health. There’s no mass early-literacy boot camp for parents; valuable research is locked behind paywalls and inaccessible to the public; and too few experts communicate their findings in clear, understandable, and practical terms. Most librarians and booksellers are pros at helping you locate what they’ve stocked, but less adept at explaining how to facilitate language and literacy learning at different ages and stages.

			I remember wandering the aisles of bookstores selecting the “best,” most beautiful picture books for my newborn. I knew she couldn’t lift her head or even see well yet. But I didn’t know that a photo of a human face or a bold pattern would catch her attention more than the lush illustrations of a Caldecott Medal winner. And while I knew to talk to my baby, I didn’t get that it was a two-way street from day one, that her coos and babbles were as significant as the words I spoke.

			In short, I made every mistake in the book—if there had been such a book. Oh, how I wished there were a book (maybe with a title like What to Deliver After You’ve Delivered), preferably with a job description, manual of procedures, and performance metrics. But like so much of parenting, no clear instructions came with the position.

			So I went back to school myself, enrolling in a graduate course at the Curry School of Education at the University of Virginia to get the literacy lowdown. I learned that there was more—much more—that I could do to unlock long-term reading and educational success for Zora. I also discovered that what I’d thought was personal ignorance (I didn’t know how to teach reading) was actually a national crisis. Parents were far from the only ones missing a clear sense of how reading skills develop and the knowledge needed to nurture them. Teachers, pediatricians, and educational policymakers often lacked this critical insight as well. Most classmates in the Foundations of Reading Instruction course were teachers, and while they knew more than me, they had much to learn, too.

			I quickly discovered that being a strong reader scarcely prepares you to teach reading. In fact, many fluent readers aren’t consciously aware of the underlying structure of language and print that good teaching must make explicit for children. In order to help kids, parents—and certainly teachers—need to learn to attend to and describe features of written language that expert readers no longer notice or focus on.

			The contrast between (on one hand) abysmal reading performance and (on the other) superficial advice doled out to parents about how to raise readers rankled. Surely the parents who shape a child’s reading prospects for years before the child enters school should be better informed.

			Without any mom-in-the-trenches guidance, I set out to document what I learned about how reading works, how parents can foster it, and what we can (and can’t) expect from instruction in schools. I scoured academic literature, reading curricula, state learning standards, government reports, and more. I talked to teachers, tutors, and parents in the thick of raising readers. I served on school, library, and literacy nonprofit boards; volunteered in early-learning programs; and developed databases of research and instructional techniques. I also called top researchers to ask what specific advice they would offer parents today.

			My personal effort to better understand what it takes to raise a reader tipped into a larger mission to help all parents learn what’s needed to do this vital work.

			Why You Need an Action Plan for Your Family

			For this book, I’ve traced the path to literacy from birth through early elementary school with stories and science that illuminate the ways we can influence our kids’ success. I hope to give you clear guidance on what to do, when, how, and why.

			You may be thinking that plenty of parents set their kids up for educational and career success without a plan. That they bought some picture books, read to kids regularly, enrolled them in good schools, and voilà! But the fact is, a more expansive approach is both possible and invaluable today because of the increasing demands of modern work, school, and life. Your aim isn’t to do what proved sufficient for some in previous generations, but rather to do what’s likely to prepare your child to reach their full potential.

			We’d be foolish to take a back seat, given the indisputable evidence of our power to launch a child’s literacy. Research shows, for example, that the number of turn-taking interactions toddlers had in conversations with adults predicted their IQ and language skills ten years later as middle schoolers. For most of us, the optimal level of talk requires serious intention, backed by well-designed habits, especially given today’s busier lifestyles.

			And let’s be honest, parents across the income and privilege spectrums need reminders to fully engage with kids’ language and literacy development. With increasing demands on our time and growing distractions, such as our ever-alluring smartphones and diminishing work-family boundaries, we have the potential to be less purposeful and responsive than we might otherwise.

			What parents can accomplish easily early on, through nurturing and natural conversation, may require hard, time-consuming, expensive remediation to catch up on later. Kids need a base level of language proficiency entering kindergarten to fully benefit from classroom instruction. Kindergarten language skills are the single best predictor of school achievement across all subjects in third and fifth grade. And longitudinal research has found evidence that kids who don’t read proficiently by third grade are four times as likely to drop out of school.

			Studies of the effectiveness of federally funded programs aimed at improving reading skills in adolescents show that they usually had no effect on reading achievement and sometimes even produced negative ones. Even with interventions that appear to be effective, it’s hard to determine the size of gains, and it’s unclear if any “statistically significant” improvements that resulted are of practical significance—that is, strong enough to boost school performance, job prospects, and overall health and well-being. There’s a big difference between a program being better than nothing and being good enough for our kids. And programs with negative outcomes are worse than nothing.

			Every child deserves full literacy to thrive, and instilling the strongest possible base prior to school gives a child a real shot at gaining the skills and knowledge they’ll need long term. Only time can reveal the costs of being unable to rise to the ever-higher levels of reading and writing required to navigate our global, tech-driven society.

			When I was growing up, my dad always told me to front-load my effort. He said, “Work as hard as you can to learn as much as you can as fast as you can.” That way, when inevitable distractions and unforeseen circumstances arrived, I’d have some wiggle room. Starting strong creates a chance at recovering from setbacks. So it goes with your child’s literacy: you will never find a better time than now to launch a reader.

			What You’ll Get in This Book

			The road to reading is long and winding. From diving into the research, talking to parents about their pain points and frustrations, and raising my own reader, I’ve learned what parents need: a map, some fuel, a maintenance plan, mile markers, and occasional roadside assistance. You wouldn’t embark on any other trip of a lifetime without preparing, would you?

			Road Map

			Parents need a big-picture understanding of what reading is, its prerequisite and constituent skills, and what to focus on at each age and stage in their child’s development. Without a 10,000-foot view of how reading unfolds from infancy to early elementary school, parents can get stuck spinning their wheels on activities that don’t meaningfully support their children.

			This book maps the early-learning landscape—the skills, resources, and partners we all need. I’ll walk you through the critical early-literacy skills and illustrate how they develop: when you should start cultivating them, what mastery looks like, and which milestones lie in between. Plus, you’ll gain the perspective to understand how your work as a parent intersects with that of numerous other players, from pediatricians and librarians to teachers and tutors.

			Premium Fuel

			Parents are often said to be kids’ first and best teachers. The “first” part is guaranteed, but the “best” part must be earned. When it comes to literacy, evidence (not intuition) is the best way to judge what works. So this book offers premium fuel in the form of high-quality research findings to power your little one’s journey.

			Literacy is one of the most studied topics in academia. There were already more than 100,000 studies on how children learn to read in 1999 when Congress convened the National Reading Panel, and the number has continued to climb. Conferences, publications, and whole careers are devoted to bridging the divide between what research in linguistics, psychology, cognitive science, and education tells us about reading development and how we can actually spark and accelerate those developments in children.

			This book presents good research in a digestible format so you can use it to inform your decisions and behavior. We all benefit from enhancing our individual experience and perspective with the wisdom of evidence and analysis. Recent discoveries in neuroscience, molecular biology, and epigenetics alongside years of insights from behavioral and social sciences can also boost our empathy by giving us deeper understanding of children’s experiences. All this helps us navigate the road to literacy for children more smoothly and efficiently.

			Routine Maintenance

			Becoming literate involves considerable work for a child’s growing brain, but nurturing reading doesn’t have to. Beginning in infancy, parents can foster literacy with warmth, responsiveness, dialogue, and turn-taking. Over time these practices can become core habits and make a lasting impact. In this book, I’ll provide simple everyday strategies to help you find the perspective and build the muscle needed to relate to your child with intention, consistency, and generosity over the long haul.

			The fact is, once parents know what the research says about what kids need (and when), there’s the practical matter of doing those things day in and day out…for years. For that, we need parent-tested and -approved techniques that are easy to fit into busy lives. Putting the time and energy into establishing strong practices early on can yield lifelong benefits and prevent costly breakdowns.

			Mile Markers

			While details of every child’s reading journey may vary, certain skills and knowledge are typical or desirable at specific ages and stages. This book shares a chronology of language and literacy milestones and targets, so you know what’s up ahead and what to watch for.

			The goal is foresight and anticipation, not worry or guilt, so think of each “mile marker” as a reminder of the incredible cognitive, motor, language, and literacy growth that’s unfolding for your little one. Knowing the specific skills that all kids must gain in time makes you a much savvier teacher—and educational advocate—for your little one.

			Roadside Assistance

			A lot of parenting media treats families as islands. Read this and teach that, the books advise, and your child will learn, grow, thrive. But in reality, reading develops within a dynamic web of relationships and experiences. While it’s a mistake to rely on schools alone, parents need ongoing support from community members, including friends, family, neighbors, teachers, librarians, and others, to keep their kids on track.

			There’s often also a role for the just-in-time intervention of specialists, from speech and hearing therapists to learning and reading experts, depending on a child’s particular needs. This is the roadside assistance that can be absolutely crucial to reaching your destination—a child who reads and writes to their full potential.

			

			•   •   •

			In his book Raising Kids Who Read, cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham warns parents to “resist the urge to engage in reading instruction unless you have reason to believe you know what you’re doing.” He’s got a point. I’m calling on all parents to accept the challenge to learn what you’re doing and teach what you can. Your child’s education just might depend on it.

			Are you ready to get started? The following pages provide a family reading road map, evidence-based fuel for your journey, a routine maintenance manual, mile markers to chart your progress, and tips on finding roadside support for when you feel adrift or need a jump start. Let’s go!
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			Beyond Bedtime Stories: The Truth About Getting Kids Ready to Read

			
				Keep in mind always the present you are constructing. It should be the future you want.

				—Alice Walker

			

			A mom friend and I had been having a forgettable chat in a picturesque little café when I brought it up—a subject that made her visibly tense.

			I’d known her as an unflappable, high-powered management consultant turned tech executive. She was a visionary, always spoiling for a challenge worthy of her considerable skills and talents. Thoughtful and strategic, she brought a commanding yet optimistic presence to meetings and made people want to rise to the heights of her ambitious proposals.

			But on that day, I struck a nerve with an offhand remark about how little parents know about teaching their kids to read—that is, how we’re just told to read to them every day and wait for the magic to set in.

			“I used to get so angry when I would hear that advice,” she said. “I was working so hard when my kids were little. I didn’t have an hour to read to them every night and I felt so bad about it.” She recalled hoping at the time that enrolling the kids in “good schools” would make up for the deficit in reading to them. Still, she had carried guilt about it for years. Her kids were in high school by the time I met her, but the memory pained her. She may have given her kids her all, but in her mind, she’d come up short on that one measure, and she didn’t let herself forget it.

			I’ve been a part of countless conversations about raising readers, and these tend to get emotional. I’ve heard the heartfelt testimony of a woman who records incarcerated mothers reading picture books and then ships the books and recordings to their kids, so they can have some semblance of a bedtime ritual with Mom. I’ve heard from multilingual parents who fret about passing on their first language without undermining their child’s progress in learning English. I’ve spoken with parents after they’ve just received the jarring news that their child has been diagnosed with dyslexia. They all grappled with intense worry and frustration that came from discovering their children had a need they didn’t know how to meet. You can hear the edge of panic in their tones.

			The café conversation stuck with me, though, because the angst this parent was feeling wasn’t coming from an overtly vulnerable position. The family wasn’t in crisis. Her kids had performed well in school and were on the cusp of launching into college. Theirs was an educational success story, judged by most standards but her own.

			Around the same time, I spoke with another mom who said she had made time to read to her three sons at length every night for more than a decade. Yet she was just as tortured by her decision to go all in on bedtime

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			The Top Six Parent Levers for Literacy

			
			
			
			
			Lever #1: Conversation

			
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lever #2: Book Sharing

			
				
				
				
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lever #3: Teaching

			
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lever #4: Connecting

			
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lever #5: Investing

			
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			Lever #6: Advocacy

			
				
				
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				Try This at Home

				Journal the Journey

				
				
				
				
			
			Journal Prompts
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